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Key Learning Points 
After studying this chapter you should be able to: 
 Explain the difference between equity and equality and how these concepts inform education 
policy. 
 Describe the implications of identifying students for additional support and what schools and 
teachers can do to minimise negative outcomes. 
 Consider everyday comments and situations that are often taken for granted and analyse how 
these may act to ‘cement the margins’. 
 Discuss the role of labelling in that process and identify ways that educators can respectfully 
convey student support requirements to promote inclusive practice. 
 Recognise how labels can limit and restrict disabled students’ access to full participation in the 
curriculum 
 Justify the importance of listening and relationships to inclusive pedagogies and curriculum 
 
Introduction 
In this chapter, we are going to consider how language and practice interact in the process of supporting 
the learning of students with diverse abilities. You will learn that it is necessary for teachers to 
understand that while labels carry an administrative function in schools, when used carelessly they 
operate to stigmatise and exclude those whom we are working to include. This chapter will introduce 
the concept of equity and explain how the dilemma of difference emerges when we try to determine 
who should receive support and how. The chapter will also explain how an appreciation of language can 
help to inform and transform our pedagogy. An example of inclusion in action is provided to illustrate 
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how inclusive language in practice can promote deep cultural changes that benefit both students and 
teachers.   
The process of determining appropriate and effective education of students with additional support 
requirements is troubled by what some refer to as the ‘dilemma of difference’. This dilemma derives 
mainly from the nature of language and our need to use certain words, terms and categories in order to 
share common understandings.  Without these, educators cannot hope to arrive on the same page, yet 
such words can take on a life of their own; influencing thoughts, perspectives and attitudes in ways that 
far outstrip original intentions.  
 
The drive for clarity, however, through definition and diagnostic classification can ultimately obscure 
because of the cultural meanings that become invested within these terms through their use over time 
and in different professional contexts. In effect, trying to define “difference” in order to provide the 
right support to particular students is a process that entrenches normative boundaries that in turn 
create, accentuate and stigmatise whatever we have decided constitutes difference. Language is thus a 
powerful and dangerous weapon but, like other weapons, language can both hurt and defend.  
Understanding the power of language enables educators to use it both wisely and safely to the 
maximum benefit of their students. This chapter will discuss how teachers can recognise and support 
their students in ways that avoid stigma and the closure of stereotyping. 
The ‘dilemma of difference?’  
In her book, Making all the Difference: Inclusion, Exclusion and American Law, Martha Minow (1990) 
describes what she has termed the ‘dilemma of difference’. She does so by articulating and examining 
two interconnected problems that challenge systems of education internationally:  
…when does treating people differently emphasise their differences and stigmatize or hinder them on 
that basis?  And when does treating people the same become insensitive to their difference and likely to 
stigmatize and hinder them on that basis?  (emphasis added, Minow, 1990, p. 20) 
Essentially Minow (1990) is saying that by pointing to difference, we risk demonising it but; however, by 
ignoring difference we risk acting in denial of it. To outline what this dilemma looks like in practice, she 
describes two legal challenges that appear to have been based on opposing systems of logic but have 
nonetheless been successful in American courts. The first example was the 1974 legal challenge to 
English-only instruction in San Francisco’s public schools brought by parents of children whose first 
language was not English. These parents claimed that their children were being unfairly disadvantaged 
because the official language of instruction denied them equal access to the curriculum. Upon 
deliberation, the court ordered that the San Francisco public school system take affirmative steps to 
correct the problem and this resulted in the development of separate bilingual education programs and 
the type of intensive English language programs that we see today (e.g. Teaching English to Speakers of 
Other Languages (TESOL), English as a Second Language (ESL)).  Often these programs were provided via 
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withdrawal for significant periods of the day, or by enrolment in separate classes for months or even 
years of specialised instruction (Minow, 1990).   
The court’s decision was that equal provision, where all students receive instruction in the same 
language, was in fact discriminatory and that positive discrimination, in terms of special or different 
instruction, was required to bring about a more equitable result. In other words, the courts were 
concerned with the fairness or equity of outcomes, rather than the sameness or equality of provision. 
Unfortunately, the distinction between equity and equality is not well understood in education, but it is 
a distinction that has been around since the Greek philosopher Aristotle (384 – 322 BC) first 
recommended that we “treat equals equally and unequals unequally” (Graham, 2007, p. 535).  
A popular conceptual device that clearly illuminates Aristotle’s point is the metaphor of cutting a cake. 
Say we have eight people around a table. Equality demands that we cut the cake into eight equal shares. 
Of those eight people, however, two may be very young children who could not possibly eat as large a 
slice of cake as the adults sitting at that table. Two others may be refugees from a famine-torn country 
who have had little to eat for a long time. They could very well benefit from a larger slice of cake than 
one-eighth would allow. It may not be treating people equally to give them unequal shares of cake but, 
according to Aristotle, it would be equitable and it would be just. 
The Nobel Laureate Amartya Sen (1979) has further developed these ideas by arguing for a 
consideration of individual capabilities in determining what is fair and just. His work is relevant here 
because it enables us to understand the fundamental inadequacy of ‘equal’ provision. Sen’s point was 
that humanity is naturally diverse and not all persons are equally equipped to make use of what is being 
provided. Following the cake metaphor here, let’s say one person with coeliac disease and another with 
egg allergy were seated at the table. Unless the ingredients were altered to exclude gluten and egg, 
neither of these people would be able to make use of their slice of cake, no matter how creatively we 
were to cut it. 
This is the kind of rationale that the courts followed when deliberating the case brought against the San 
Francisco public school system by parents of children whose first language was not English; however, 
Minow’s second example seems to come from an entirely different perspective. In the very same 
decade that the courts ruled in favour of separate provision for children whose first language was not 
English, parents of children with a disability began to argue that the separate provision their children 
were receiving was not only discriminatory but exclusionary. In this case, children with a disability were 
routinely enrolled in separate schools where they received specialised instruction but, unlike the 
parents of bilingual children, growing numbers of parents of children with a disability argued that their 
children were being denied ‘equal’ treatment. This appears to be a paradox, however, as Minow (1990, 
p. 20) remarks,  
The apparent contrast between these two responses to students who differ from their peers … suggests a 
deeper similarity. Schools, parents and legal officials confront in both contexts the difficult task of 
remedying inequality. With both bilingual and special education, schools struggle to deal with children 
defined as “different” without stigmatising them.  
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In recent years, inclusive education has been accused of saddling disabled students with the problems 
earlier experienced by other language speakers (Kauffman & Hallahan, 1995). Proponents of separate 
provision argue that while ‘mainstreaming’ avoids physical exclusion (through relocation to special 
settings), students with a disability can experience new forms of exclusion through social isolation and 
non-specialised instruction. Returning however to the principles of equity described earlier, the problem 
actually arises from equality of provision not equitable provision. Simply switching students from a 
special setting to a regular classroom without differentiating instruction and changing established 
classroom climates results only in a change of scenery for students with a disability, not the desired shift 
in educational opportunity and citizenship (Booth, 1996).   
It should be noted however that inclusion was never meant to be enacted in such reductive ways.  In 
fact, the practice of ‘mainstreaming’ more properly belongs to another idea from the 1970s; that of 
‘integration’ (Northway, 1997). The practice of integration was roundly criticised, however, because it 
required students with a disability to ‘fit in’ to a schooling system that had already been constructed 
around the notion of the ‘average’ school child (Graham & Jahnukainen, 2011). This, in fact, runs 
counter to inclusive philosophy which is geared towards differentiation.  The problem that we must 
confront in practice derives from the dilemma that arises when we try to work out who requires 
differentiated instruction and how to provide that without singling out individual students or resorting 
to misleading stereotypes. 
Minow (1990) herself notes that the dilemma of difference arises from our tendency to assign 
individuals to categories and, on that basis, determine whom to include and exclude from various 
activities. But, she notes, ‘because the activities are designed with only the included participants in 
mind, the excluded seem not to fit in because of something in their own nature’ (Minow, 1990, p. 21). 
Although she was writing from a legal perspective, this was an astute observation and one that is often 
neglected in the inclusive education debate.  
From educating difference to a different education system 
Inclusion is a much more radical idea than integration for it aspires to move modern schooling away 
from a one-size-fits-all normative ideal to a more dynamic structure that recognises diversity as the 
norm (Graham & Slee, 2008). The aim is not simply to inject children with a disability into mainstream 
schools; it is to do away with the notion of a ‘mainstream’ altogether, as well as the arcane logic of 
grouping human diversity into arbitrary age-grade-content configurations that run counter to what we 
know about child development (see Snow, 1990).  This too is where we create our dilemma. We publish 
a syllabus for a particular year, let’s say Kindergarten or New Entrants, and suddenly, the collective 
expectation is that all students at this level should be able to master this content within a set period of 
time.  If they don’t, concerns arise and questions are raised – what is wrong with the tail-end of students 
in this class?  Why aren’t they reading yet?  Jenny has reached a Level 12 reader but John is still stuck on 
Level 3. Does John’s mother practise his reader with him regularly enough and in the right way?  
Perhaps his sight needs testing?  Is he reversing his letters? Perhaps John has dyslexia? 
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He may well have unidentified learning difficulties but there are some other questions that should be 
asked; although they seldom are. What age is John?  If he were at school in Finland would he be 
experiencing the difficulty that he is now?  Or if he were at school 20 years ago, would he be expected 
to achieve the standard that he is now?  The answer to the last two questions is: Probably not.  Children 
in Finland do not begin formal reading instruction until the year they turn 7.  John is not yet 5.  And 20 
years ago, high-stakes comparative student assessment was a statistician’s pipe-dream. However, today 
school children are viewed as the key to maintaining prosperity and economic relevance in a world 
order threatened by the decline of the Western empire. These high-level political anxieties have nothing 
to do with 4-year-old John but they feed into policy mechanisms that restlessly examine his aptitude for 
future responsibility, as well as the ability of his school and his teachers to realise it. 
In such an environment, it becomes almost second nature for schools to diagnose children’s failings. If 
John is not reading yet, there must be a reason. He has received the same instruction as Jenny and she 
does not exhibit the same lack of progress — the problem must therefore lie with John. How do we treat 
him?  If the same instruction is not working, then he must require specialised instruction, but what 
type?  Which other assessments can we use to figure out what kind of difference John has?  Surely that 
will tell us what he needs. 
Readers will see that there is a dilemma emerging here.  Not simply the dilemma of choosing between 
stigma or denial as noted earlier, but the second, more silent dilemma created by latent assumptions 
about ‘average’ children and ‘regular’ instruction. The assumption at issue here is that the same 
instruction should be equally good for most children and that those who do not benefit are deficient in 
some way, even though as adults we know from personal experience that some of us learn better 
through our course readings than listening to lectures, while others prefer the audiovisual stimuli of the 
lecture theatre and the robust discussion of tutorial groups. The point is: people learn differently and to 
cater for that we differentiated instruction.  
But what if John does have dyslexia?  Are we not doing him a disservice by effectively denying that 
difference?  Here we return to our original dilemma. How do we recognise difference without 
inadvertently stigmatising the children we wish to support?  The answer lies in our use of language. 
Words that cement the margins   
Talking about difference is problematic. The invocation of difference prompts comparison: different to 
what and different to whom?  Regardless of the sensitivity of our language, we will always arrive at the 
same destination – that which we describe as ‘different’ will be separated from and compared to 
something we have come to accept as ‘same’. In our classrooms, we are conditioned by increasingly high 
expectations of student achievement set by  a ‘push-down’ academic curriculum, monitored through 
‘high-stakes’ assessments where, instead of following what we know about child development, the 
children who perform within the given ranges constitute the yard-stick by which we assess the progress 
of others (Graham, 2006). John comes to be compared to Jenny who is performing within the desired 
range.  John is not, so how do we speak of John?  If we cannot speak of difference, then how do we 
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convey what John is experiencing and what we might do differently as a result? Ultimately, we are 
constrained by the limitations imposed by our own language; however, we can still be careful in its use. 
 
We all know that there are certain words that we should not use and that once common terms are now 
regarded as pejorative. For example, the word ‘retard’ came from the medical descriptor ‘mental 
retardation,’ which has now been replaced in most countries by the term ‘intellectual disability’. 
Interestingly, the term ‘mental retardation’ was developed to replace the term ‘imbecile’ which began 
to be used pejoratively after migrating from medical to popular discourse in the first half of the 
twentieth century (Rafalovich, 2001). Such terms are seldom used in schools today, although there may 
still be the occasional frustrated reference to students who ‘behave like idiots,’ another medical term 
once used to describe persons with an intellectual disability.  However, it may surprise students in 
education to learn that stigma most often results from far more innocent uses of language in our 
everyday practice.   
Take, for example, the administrative categories we use in our schooling systems to classify students 
with a disability.  In New South Wales, Australia, like many other systems internationally, children with 
intellectual disability are classified into three categories of intellectual impairment: mild (IM), moderate 
(IO) and severe (IS). These categories are used to allocate children to the different placement and 
support options available in New South Wales government schools (NSWDET, 2009). Students with a 
classification of mild intellectual impairment can be enrolled with support in regular classes or in 
support classes in regular schools, while those in the moderate to severe intellectual impairment 
category are more typically enrolled in support classes or special schools (NSW DET, 2009). These 
categories also determine what level of resourcing is linked to those students or classes; for example, 
the maximum enrolment number for an ‘IM class’ is 18. This is further reduced to a maximum of 10 
students in an ‘IO class’, and a maximum of 6 students in a class designated as ‘IS’. Disability categories 
therefore have material effects and, given their influence, they are impossible to ignore in the daily life 
of schools.  
Unfortunately, familiarity can lead us to use these categories carelessly. In interviews on inclusive 
education with primary school principals conducted by the first author in New South Wales, numerous 
references were made to ‘IMs’ and ‘IOs’. Sometimes these acronyms were short-hand for support 
classes but often they were used to refer to the students themselves. Similarly, in New Zealand ‘ORS’ 
(the Ongoing Resourcing Scheme) is a resource category for students categorised as having ‘high’ or 
‘very high’ ‘special education needs’ (Ministry of Education, 2011), and it is not unusual for children and 
young people to be referred to at school as ‘ORS students’.   
. . . we do a lot of integration of the support unit students into mainstream in many different ways, and 
sport is one of those areas. So we have children in, say, the IM who would participate in the competitive 
sports program . . . We also have the K-2 sports program and some of the junior IO students will 
participate in that. 
(Principal 6) 
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We still have the IM structure here, but I’ve restructured it . . . When I first came here, they were here 
and they were a problem. The class became a behaviour class rather than an IM class.  And these kids 
were ostracised out there by their peers.  They were seen as “the IM’s”. They appeared that way 
themselves.  They grouped together as a small group . . . Wouldn’t mix. They were embarrassed.  They 
were shy. They were aggressive.  They were angry.  They weren’t learning. 
 (Principal 12) 
The second principal featured here achieved great success by disbanding the two support classes he had 
inherited and ‘sprinkling’ the students within them throughout the student body. Using the additional 
resourcing originally attached to those two classes, this principal reduced class sizes in Years 5 and 6, 
and placed students previously known as the ‘IMs’ and the ‘behaviour kids’ in classes with the ‘gifted 
kids’. Not only did this result in improved academic performance and greater cohesion between 
students whom previously ‘wouldn’t mix’ but a change in the culture of the school and in the discursive 
processes that contribute to the formation of student identities (Graham & Harwood, 2011).  In the 
remainder of this chapter, we describe how these discursive processes operate to equip teachers with 
the meta-knowledge that is required to mediate language in use.  
Watching our language…  
It has been considered inappropriate to refer to ‘autistic children’ for some time now.  Instead, we refer 
to ‘children with autism’—but why?  For at least the past decade, scholars and educators have 
understood that saying ‘autistic’ before ‘child’ places the disorder before the child, suggesting that the 
disorder is more important than the child.  The issue is a little more complex than this but it is worth 
engaging with this complexity to better understand how the words we use influence what we think and 
the actions that we take.  
The word ‘autistic’, like most words, is a sign; a linguistic symbol within a system of signification that we 
call language.  Encapsulated within the sign ‘autistic’ is what it means to have autism or what it means to 
display ‘autistic’ behaviour. As illustrated by figure 8.1, the signifier ‘autism’ indicates a set of 
behaviours, which can include but are not restricted to:  repetitive restrictive interests, difficulty in social 
skills, communication and understanding others, preference for routine and structure, and unusual 
sensitivity to stimuli.   
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Figure 8.1: The bidirectional relationship between labels and meaning 
Placing the signifier ‘autistic’ before the signifier ‘child’, means that we may interpret and digest the 
meaning of autistic and what it means to be autistic before we come to the signifier ‘child’.  This 
semantic order of things means not simply that the disorder is given a more important place than the 
child but that the word ‘autistic’ becomes the principal signifier; meaning that that we come to 
understand ‘child’ (i.e. the child) through the meaning already established through the principal signifier 
‘autistic’.   
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However children with autism, like any other children, are individuals.  Displaying signs of autistic 
behaviour does not make these children into a homogenous group, for there are many different types of 
behaviours and different modes of expression. Nor does the presence of behaviours commonly 
attributed with autism necessarily mean that the child displaying them is autistic. This is where the 
unconscious use of language can lead us into the trap of stereotyping, where we take shortcuts and 
assume that one thing is synonymous with another.  While behaviour can act as a sign which  may then 
point towards a label (as per figure 8.1), the attribution of (or worse, the suspicion) of a label may 
actually influence how particular behaviours come to be read (see figure 8.1).  
 Figure 8.2: The effects of the relationship between labels and signs 
 
For example, prior to a diagnosis of autism, Johnny’s shyness, formal speech and interest in dinosaurs 
may have been perceived as a little eccentric or the product of being the only child of highly educated 
parents who encouraged his interests with picture books and movies about dinosaurs. Post-diagnosis 
these aspects of Johnny’s personality, together with his unfailing politeness, become viewed as a set of 
symptoms, even though many of his classmates are similarly quiet and respectful. This would be an 
example of the label influencing the interpretation of signs. However, just as commonly, labels may 
prompt educators to believe that a child is not capable of certain functions, or that all children with 
autism will require or respond to particular strategies; for example, visual prompts, weighted blankets, 
sensory therapy or even separate schooling. This outcome is what we refer to as ‘stereotyping’. The next 
section discusses the effects of language in more detail to illustrate what educators can do to resist 
stereotyping and to instead use language in positive and powerful ways. 
Label as Sign = Sign as Label
Sign  Label
Difficulty in social skills can (in some cases) 
signify an Autism Spectrum Disorder
Label  Sign
An ASD label may mean we more readily 
perceive some behaviours as difficulty with 
social skills
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Speaking inclusion into action  
Reality does not exist ‘out there’, somewhere waiting to be discovered, explained and understood. We 
think, hear and speak reality into action. As well as seeking to understand the meanings that we 
communicate about the social world through language, we need to try to uncover how our language and 
actions construct and encourage particular realities. Foucault (1972) described language and discourses, 
such as those that construct ‘difference’ as deviation from ‘the norm’, as ‘practices that systematically 
form the objects of which they speak’ (p. 49). As discussed in the previous section of this chapter, 
labelling and ‘diagnosis’ are prime examples of how language constructs action and experiences. When 
a student receives a label, they often become perceived only or primarily in terms of that label. In such 
cases, the labels of mild, moderate or severe intellectual disability become the major lens through which 
the student is understood and treated. 
  
However, an over-emphasis on a label can lead to the primary qualities of the student as a person and a 
learner being ignored, not noticed or viewed as irrelevant by ‘regular’ teachers and ‘special’ education 
personnel. When this occurs, a holistic and nuanced understanding of the student is replaced by a 
restricted and diminished view arising from the way the student has been categorised. That is, the 
student becomes their label. Simplistic images of a student based purely on a ‘diagnosis’ reduce and 
narrow the expectations and practices of teachers towards that person as a group member and learner. 
Teacher expectations and practices formed on the basis of generic labels, rather than a learned 
appreciation of the whole person, works to limit the student’s opportunities to learn and participate. 
Currently, exclusion is easier to speak into action than inclusion. The taken-for-granted acceptance of 
deficit discourses underpinning our understandings of disability and difference diminishes disabled 
people’s agency and power. Deficit language and assumptions are routinely accepted as ‘the truth’ 
about disability and difference and, in the process, those ‘truths’ remain unchallenged. Within this 
context, positive understandings of disability and difference are neither sought nor heard. Inclusive 
language is also routinely co-opted through ‘linguistic adjustments’ within the allied fields of ‘regular’ 
and ‘special’ education (Slee, 1997, p. 407). Hence, a school may refer to their curriculum as an 
‘inclusive’ one by virtue of labelled and non-labelled children occupying the same physical space, whilst 
still operating from the assumption that disabled children are somehow ‘lesser’ than their non-labelled 
peers. 
Several different modes of participation may be accepted as ‘inclusive’ by teachers however, critical 
observation and reflection can reveal significant divergence between what teachers perceive as inclusive 
and what students themselves experience.  Critically, unexamined assumptions about inclusiveness  can 
present significant barriers to students’ active involvement, learning and contributions (Macartney & 
Morton, in press). Such enactments of ‘inclusion’ are based upon views of participation as ‘tolerated 
physical presence’, ‘divided between regular and special’, ‘peripheral or irrelevant’ and as ‘fitting in’ 
(Rutherford, 2009).  
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For example, Clare, a two-year-old child labelled by her paediatrician as ‘moderately intellectually 
disabled’, attended a ‘regular’ early childhood education centre in New Zealand. The staff in the centre 
seldom interacted with Clare without the presence of Clare’s mother or her teacher aide and these 
interactions were usually fleeting. The teachers’ behaviour indicated that centre staff did not see 
themselves as fully or perhaps even partially responsible for her learning and participation within the 
centre. Individual Education Planning meetings were held at the Early Intervention Service, not Clare’s 
early childhood education centre. The head teacher from the centre was the only staff member from 
Clare’s centre to attend these meetings. None of these enactments of what the teachers believed to be 
‘inclusive’ or at least acceptable for them were in reality ‘inclusive’ of Clare’s rights and needs as a 
learner and valued member of the centre community. 
Learning to recognise and challenge deficit language and the assumptions underpinning it is essential for 
speaking inclusion into action (Graham & Slee, 2008; Macartney, 2008b). Without critical reflection 
within their own contexts, schools and classroom communities can believe that they are being inclusive 
without noticing the exclusionary effects of their environments on some groups of children and their 
families (Macartney, 2008a). Schools, teachers, families and communities need to engage in on-going 
discussion, reflection and dialogue to negotiate meanings and to ensure that the language and 
approaches they are using actually reflect what they are trying to achieve.  
Part of the process of speaking inclusion into action is in generating new language, discourses and ways 
of understanding and describing ‘disability’ and ‘difference’ (Gergen, 1999). Generative or 
transformative discourses should recognise the social–cultural–political contexts that shape our 
language, meanings and experiences of disability and disablement. In regards to how teachers and 
schools interpret their work: What might change when we situate and respond to the problem of 
‘disability’ as being within our contexts, rather than within individuals? What might happen if we replace 
our individualising language with approaches that refocus our attention on the full inclusion of every 
child? What might emerge from adults actively recognising and resisting the negative impacts of 
labelling on individuals and on groups? Finally, how might an emphasis on human rights—rather than 
individual or special needs—transform our language, thinking and practices? 
Respecting difference 
Our tendency to marginalise anything defined as ‘different’ can be seen in the relationship between 
ethnicity and disability in regular and special education language and provision. Students from culturally 
marginalised, and economically disadvantaged communities are disproportionately represented in the 
numbers of students who are labelled and shifted from ‘regular’ to ‘special’ education (Connor, 2008; 
Slee, 2003). The over-representation of students who come from outside of the white, ‘able-bodied’, 
middle-class culture in special education has been used to argue that special education operates as a 
kind of ‘safety valve’ for regular schools (Graham & Slee, 2008). When non-conforming students are 
moved out of regular settings the teachers, students and families who remain no longer need to fully 
address the implications of an increasingly diverse school population (Danforth, Taff, & Ferguson, 2006). 
That is, it can be argued that special education acts to siphon off non-conforming students leaving a so-
called ‘regular’ education system largely intact. However, indigenous, migrant and disabled people’s 
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experiences provide a powerful lens through which to analyse processes of marginalisation (Bishop, 
Mazawi, & Sheilds, 2005; Erevelles, 2005; Linton, 1998). A lot can be learnt from attentively listening to 
and engaging with people whose knowledge, perspectives and ways of being have traditionally been 
silenced. Thus, a central task of inclusive education is to open up spaces in which the multiplicity of 
languages, knowledges and perspectives that are present in our communities and societies are 
recognised and engaged with. Rather than being silenced, multiple perspectives and knowledge can be 
invited into the classroom. Speaking inclusion into action requires attentive listening and continuing 
dialogue with students and families who have traditionally been marginalised in education and society. 
The stories we believe and tell about life connect our thoughts with our actions, our theories with our 
practices. The ‘stories we live by’ can provide a pathway to inclusion and social justice or to exclusion 
and inequality. The next section looks at how we might go about supporting inclusive educational spaces 
through enacting pedagogies centred on listening, obligation and redistributing power within diverse 
contexts. 
Listening and learning from others 
In order to orient themselves to the learners within their contexts, Rinaldi (2006) suggests that teachers 
analyse and interpret children’s experiences from an open, questioning and curious stance. Rinaldi 
(2006, p. 70) describes ‘listening’ as embedded within relational processes and contexts in which the 
expectations and behaviour of teachers are orientative, curious and responsive, rather than pre-
determined, disinterested and pre-scriptive. A listening and relational orientation challenges dominant 
perceptions of teachers as the only ‘experts’ and knowers regarding children’s learning, aspirations and 
participation. For example, Dahlberg and Moss (2005, p. 101) suggest that:  
In radical dialogue (which is) based on listening, as a teacher you have to participate together with the 
child, entering a space together where both teacher and child are actively listening and trying to 
construct meaning out of the situation. 
Part of the challenge, perhaps particularly for teachers from dominant social and cultural groups, is to 
feel comfortable to listen and learn from the broader school community  and embrace uncertainty and 
ambiguity in relationships. By valuing the views of all members of the school community, teachers will 
be able to listen and respond in respectful ways that support children and family needs.If we accept that 
knowledge and language are situated and provisional, then we must also accept that there is not one, 
enduring, singular and privileged way of knowing, being and communicating in the world. This 
realisation can be challenging and also potentially liberating for those of us who have been raised, 
educated or encouraged to believe that there is one way of knowing and doing things.  
Dahlberg and Moss (in Rinaldi, 2006, p. 15) describe a ‘pedagogy of listening’ as creating spaces where 
‘politics and ethics come together in an approach to education which rejects the regulatory bonds of 
developmental classifications and education as transmission of normative outcomes, and which 
emphasises the importance of otherness and difference, connectedness and relationships.’  
 Veck (2009) makes a distinction between teaching using a ‘disciplinary gaze’ which ‘…marks the 
end of listening’, and teaching using an ‘attentive gaze’ which seeks understanding of others through 
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listening to and engaging with each other (p. 147). He suggests (2009 pp. 147–8) that every child’s ability 
to contribute and belong is dependent upon a relational ethic of care and attentive listening: 
If attentive listening offers us the opportunity to include others as contributors to the educational 
spaces we share with them, then it does so by enriching relationships within those spaces. When there 
is attentive listening within a classroom, educators and learners are taken beyond a ‘technology of 
teaching’ … and to a tenderness in teaching.  
 In a pedagogy of listening, teachers consciously work from an ethic of care and obligation to 
‘others’, rather than unconsciously relegating anything that doesn’t fit to the margins. An inclusive 
pedagogy involves teachers acknowledging every child and family’s right to be recognised and valued. If 
we rely only on inclusive intentions and beliefs without ongoing critical reflection and action, ‘inclusion’ 
may start and stop in the often well intentioned hearts and minds of those responsible for care and 
education. Listening-based pedagogies involve teachers working hard to understand and support, rather 
than dictate, control and speak for and over the experiences, identities and aspirations of others.  
 A belief that teachers can and should know everything of importance or relevance to every 
student restricts teachers’ motivation, ability and capacity to listen attentively. Teachers who listen 
relinquish their traditional identity as expert knowers and replace their ‘expert status’ with an image of 
teaching as an exercise of humility, obligation and wisdom nested in relationships. Teachers’ wisdom 
grows from listening and showing humility in the face of life’s infinite variation, diversity, complexities 
and opportunities. ‘Wise’ teaching involves attentive listening, radical dialogue, collaboration, co-
construction and interpretation.  
 Teachers are constantly engaged in constructing meaning and making sense of their own and 
others’ experiences. Regardless of whether teachers develop a critical awareness of the effects of their 
thinking and actions on their students, the sense that they make of experience has lived consequences 
for themselves and others. Education is an ethical and political endeavour precisely because humans are 
social beings who exercise influence on each other through the sense we make of social experience and 
reality. The negative workings of power and unequal outcomes for different groups within education 
and society strongly influence children’s learning, participation and inclusion. Critical, ethics-based 
pedagogies open the way for the diversity and complexity that exists within education and society to be 
recognised and responded to rather than marginalised and ignored.  
 Recognising diversity and multiplicity requires an understanding of pedagogy, knowledge and 
language as situated, provisional and as producing particular effects on individuals and groups of people. 
Inclusive pedagogies invite and engage with different perspectives and ways of being and knowing 
without forcing those perspectives into narrow frameworks and understandings of reality.  
Inclusion in Action 
Transitional playgrounds 
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Tralee Primary School in Western Sydney was experiencing a rise in disruptive  student behaviour 
(Graham & Harwood, 2011). Like many primary schools in Australia, Tralee used a hierarchical system of 
rewards and consequences leading all the way to suspension and expulsion, but according to the 
Principal and Deputy, ‘it just didn’t work … and we just decided there had to be something better’. 
Noting that the playground represented a flash-point for conflict which would carry into classrooms, 
staff developed a ‘transitional playground’ where kids lacking ‘social skills’ who ‘kept getting into 
trouble’ were enlisted into teams and were explicitly taught how to play games like hockey, soccer, 
cricket and basketball. The teachers who volunteered for duty on the transitional playground actively 
joined in with the children and, through the vehicle of gamesmanship, taught students more 
appropriate ways to interact with each other, how to take turns, how to win and lose gracefully and how 
to ‘have a go’. Not only did the school find that this led to a significant decrease in playground 
altercations and suspension, but the process of ‘playing’ with students had a significant effect on 
teachers as well. First of all, the teachers who were volunteering in the transition playground began 
seeing another side to students who tended to be pre-judged through the prism of their staffroom 
reputation. The principal then described how this arrested the vicious circle of stereotyping, because 
these teachers would intervene to ‘correct the record’ when those staffroom conversations occurred, 
producing a more responsive and inclusive school in the process:  
If you ask some of our teachers how they feel about working with those kids out there now, they won’t 
say to you, “Oh God, he’s a horrible kid. All I ever get is mouth out of him,” they’ll say, “Oh, he’s a really 
nice kid. He does really all the right things while he’s in this playground”.  
I think that because a lot of our staff now haven’t heard the stories, you know, “Oh, so-and-so and so-
and-so in Year 1” and … then you’ve got this preconceived thing about this child.  
This transition playground has really paid a bonus, because… yes you’ll hear stories like that, but then 
the teacher who’s on the transition playground will say, “Well, out there, he’s just great.  He’s a really 
terrific kid … and if you get talking to him, you’ll find this…”  
Returning to the points made earlier in this chapter about the constitutive effects of language and how 
words ‘form the object of which they speak’ (Foucault, 1972, p. 49), it can be argued that this school’s 
playground intervention was successful not only at moderating student behaviour but also in shifting the 
perceptions of classroom teachers and the ways in which they spoke about these students to other 
teachers in the school. Every year countless numbers of little people in schools are pre-judged by the 
words written and said about them by their peers, their teachers and even by their parents. An identity 
forms around that child but because words ‘stick’ in memories and in student files, their chance to make 
a more favourable impression is diminished with every new negative observation. Eventually they stop 
trying; fulfilling the poor expectations with which they have been imbued. Understanding that some 
children need support to learn how to play in socially acceptable ways allowed this school to intervene 
without the use of diagnostic labels. Although not an explicit intent of the initiative, this school managed 
to avoid the flow-on effects of stereotyping and the limitations it places on whether and how teachers 
respond to students who require additional support in schools.  
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Conclusion  
This chapter has addressed the importance of developing a deep understanding of the role of language 
in determining inclusion and exclusion in schools. The dilemma that arises when we try to determine 
who should receive support and how to provide it without stigmatising those we seek to help has been 
explained and implications for practice discussed. Some examples of the negative effect arising from our 
everyday language have been provided, as have pedagogical methods for promoting more positive 
outcomes. While challenges remain for teachers entering a culture that already exists, close attention to 
the words we use when describing the characteristics, abilities and potential of our students will 
continue to contribute to a positive and lasting change in that culture. 
The language we use has a powerful influence in determining whether and how students are included or 
excluded at school. This chapter has emphasised the importance of teachers developing a critical 
awareness of the effects of the language and assumptions underpinning our practice. In particular, 
teachers’ taken-for-granted acceptance of labels and stereotypes can support thinking and practices 
that lead to negative assumptions about and narrowed expectations of labelled students.  
We have highlighted a key dilemma stemming from the commonplace separation in our language and 
thinking around the concepts of ‘sameness’ and ‘difference’. This dilemma often arises when we try to 
acknowledge differences in the process of determining who should receive support and how we can 
provide it. The dilemma is about how to acknowledge and respond to diversity within our student 
population without stigmatising those we seek to support and include. In response to this dilemma, we 
have suggested that our thinking and practices should be guided by the principle of ‘equity’ rather than 
‘equality’. Equity is based on a commitment to social justice and fairness. It includes a positive 
acknowledgement of diversity, and a critical awareness of unequal power relations such as those arising 
from normalising, deficit-based views of difference. Practices based on the notion of ‘equality’ often 
involve treating everyone the same.  As we have discussed in this chapter, treating this can lead to a 
denial of difference, and defaults to an expectation that everybody must integrate or fit in to existing 
and restrictive norms.  
We have argued that adherence to a ‘mainstream’ education system based on arbitrary and, at times 
unrealistic, expectations for students’ learning and development both excludes and relegates significant 
numbers of students to the margins. Rather than constructing and responding to students in relation to 
their perceived deviations from the centre/norm, teachers need to attune themselves to every student 
and their context through attentive listening and responsive teaching. We have suggested that inclusive 
pedagogical approaches involve ‘wise’ teaching practices and that a relational orientation promotes 
more positive, equitable and inclusive outcomes for all students. While challenges remain for teachers 
entering a mainstream culture that already exists, close attention to the words we use when describing 
and responding to the characteristics, abilities and potential of our students will contribute to a positive 
and lasting change in that culture. 
Points for Discussion 
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1. It is likely that some diagnostic labels of children will continue to be used in the future. Our challenge 
in education is to avoid the negative stereotyping of labels and focus on respectful support for children 
and families. How can our school systems, schools and teachers work to minimise negative outcomes? 
2. In this chapter we have discussed how the process of determining who should receive additional 
support and how they should receive it can lead to ‘dilemma of difference’ where students are either 
singled out or their difference is ignored.   
In what other spheres of life may a ‘dilemma of difference’ arise? 
3. Frequent reference is made to ‘marginalised groups’ however seldom is it recognised that the 
periphery is always dependent on the norms and standards that constitute the centre. This is different in 
different societies, therefore before we can address marginalisation in our own, we need to ask: What 
barriers determine inclusion and exclusion in this society and who is responsible for their existence? 
4. In this chapter, we described a playground intervention that one school developed to support 
students who were having difficulty making and keeping friends. The school focused on the practicalities 
of games (rules and skills) to support the more abstract principles of friendship, taking turns and being 
inclusive. 
What practical things can teachers do when they wish put inclusion into action? 
Glossary 
Equity. Ideas and practices relating to justness, fairness, impartiality and even handedness.  
Equality. Equal sharing and exact division. 
Normative. Thinking and practices that are based on cultural beliefs that there is an ideal, preferable, 
universal timeline and way of developing, behaving and being in the world. 
Labelling. Measuring and defining children according to comparisons based on pre-defined expectations 
for ‘normal’ development and behaviour. Labels are not ‘facts’; they are social and cultural 
constructions. 
Deficit discourses.  Ways of speaking about children that are based on the assumption that deviations 
from the ‘norm’ represent a problem, that the ‘problem’ is contained within the individual and that the 
response should be to fix or treat the problem-child. 
Marginalisation. The exclusion of particular groups of people from full respect, participation and 
inclusion within education and society. Marginalisation involves processes of ‘othering’ where groups 
such as disabled children are pushed by the ‘centre’ out to the ‘margins’ with limiting effects on their 
rights, and their opportunities to contribute to and shape learning environments, relationships and 
society. 
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